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Course Description
In this course, Ian Allison talks you through his approach 
to session bass playing, including the steps he’s taken to 
land more gigs!

A session musician is the ‘gun for hire’ of the music world, 
and it can be great fun. You get to learn and play a variety 
of songs while working with a wide range of artists and 
producers. Not to mention that you get paid for making 
music!

But it’s not as easy as it sounds...

Along with a certain level of bass musicianship, getting 
hired requires a knowledge of different bass tones and 
styles, how to create parts that serve the songs, and also 
an ability to build personal relationships.

HOW TO GET 
HIRED: A 

CREATIVE 
APPROACH TO 
SESSION BASS 

PLAYING
 with Ian Allison



HAPPY LIKE A CHICKEN WITH 
ITS HEAD CUT OFF

Eric Hutchinson
& The Believers
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Lesson 1

LESSON SUMMARY - KEY POINTS
•	 Sometimes producers might provide you a reference track or album. In this case, 

the reference was Paul Simon’s  “Graceland” album with Bakithi Kumalo on bass. A 
reference track helps you as a session player to get the ‘vibe’ the producer is looking 
for. 

•	 Think about your basslines as sub-melodies. Try singing your proposed bassline before 
grabbing your bass. 

•	 You can take inspiration from other instruments, like a saxophone for example, to 
create your bass lines. 

•	 Ian recorded this track with his 1968 Fender jazz bass with flatwound strings. In terms 
of pickup selection for this specific song, he used the neck pickup and a little bit of the 
bridge pickup. 
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Lesson 2

LESSON SUMMARY - KEY POINTS
•	 In this track, Ian uses his 1968 Fender jazz bass with flatwound strings.
•	 The first effect pedal of Ian’s signal chain is a Cali76 compressor. 
•	 Then, the signal goes to the 3leaf Audio Octabvre octave pedal with no dry signal (only 

the sub-octave). After the octave pedal, he uses the Line 6 HX Clawthorn fuzz. 
•	 You can also add chorus to the signal chain to create a ‘monster’ sound.
•	 At the beginning of the track, Ian uses an Attack Synth effect that provides a reverse 

envelope decay. 
•	 Remember that the sound begins in your imagination. After you define the sound 

you’re looking for, search for the effect pedals that can help you achieve it.
•	 Experiment with articulations to manipulate your sound.
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Lesson 3

LESSON SUMMARY - KEY POINTS
•	 For this album, Ian developed a framework for his sound. He exclusively used hollow-

body basses with flatwound strings. In this specific track, he used a 1966 Guild Starfire 
bass.

•	 Limiting yourself to a specific sound forces you to think ‘outside the box’ and come up 
with new ideas.

•	 Ian is processing his sound using the Line 6 HX reverb.
•	 If you want to get into the sixties vibe, Ian recommends you to listen to The Beatles top 

songs, Motown records, and Carol Kaye’s session work with the Beach Boys. 
•	 Playing your bassline up an octave will give it a new feel.
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Lesson 4

LESSON SUMMARY - KEY POINTS
•	 Instead of thinking about which lick to play or which bass to take to the session, Ian’s 

mentality towards the song was how he could contribute without taking anything away.
•	 In this track Ian recorded with a Fender Bass VI, which is tuned like a guitar (E-A-D-G-

B-E), but an octave lower. 
•	 He’s also using a reverb and tremolo effect from his Line 6 HX pedal board.
•	 How you articulate or approach notes will give the bassline a different character.
•	 Knowing what the song you’re recording is about puts you in the correct mindset. It 

allows you to serve the song rather than yourself. 
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Lesson 5

LESSON SUMMARY - KEY POINTS
•	 Ian uses a pick for this track to bring out the aggressiveness he felt it needed.
•	 His signal chain starts with a Zvex Basstortion pedal. Then the signal goes through his 

Cali76 compressor.
•	 A pick is just a way of producing a sound. Striking on different areas of the bass will 

result in different tones. 
•	 Ian recorded this track using a 1958 Fender Custom Shop P-bass. 
•	 A repeated bassline can also be referred to as ‘ostinato’. In some genres, like hip-hop, 

restraint and repetition is often desired. 
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T = Thumb
Tu = Thumb Up

P = Pluck
H = Hammer-on
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Bend the note...
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Bouncy eighth notes...

Bouncy eighth notes...
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LESSON SUMMARY - KEY POINTS
•	 Record your musical ideas, basslines, and licks on your phone for future reference or 

compositions.
•	 Ian used a 1978 Fender Antigua jazz bass for this recording.
•	 Look for an instrument that you like and bond with to find your own unique sound.
•	 Practice your scales and arpeggios with different techniques (finger-style, slap, pick, 

etc.).
•	 If you’re practicing double-thumb technique, start slow and focus on developing a 

rhythmic pulse before adding notes.
•	 In the B section of the song, Ian uses a Synth Attack effect to get the reverse envelope 

sound.
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LESSON SUMMARY - KEY POINTS
•	 When you get an offer to do a session with an artist, rather than focusing on the 

amount of money you’ll make, focus on the feeling of excitement you get from the 
project. Follow that feeling!

•	 The song revolves around the vocals and the kick drum. These important elements help 
Ian decide how to shape his bassline.

•	 In this track Ian uses his 1968 Fender jazz bass with flatwound strings.
•	 The signal is highly compressed by the Cali76 pedal. Then the signal chain goes 

through the 3leaf Audio Octabvre pedal (only the sub bass signal).
•	 Ian is also using the 3leaf Audio You’re Doom fuzz pedal.
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Lesson 8

LESSON SUMMARY - KEY POINTS
•	 Ian recorded this song using his 1993 Rickenbacker 4001 V63.
•	 He’s slightly compressing his signal while using the Timmy Overdrive from his Line 6 

HX pedal board. The Line 6 splits the signal into two parts: one clean and one distorted.
•	 For pickup settings, Ian is slightly favoring the bridge pickup. 
•	 Even though the song is in E major, Ian uses a natural D (flat seventh ; b7) to create 

tension and release within his bassline. Learn the rules (theory) and break them to 
create music.
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Lesson 9

LESSON SUMMARY - KEY POINTS
•	 For this track, Ian is using his 1974 Gibson Les Paul Signature bass with flatwound 

strings.
•	 The  signal chain starts with his 3leaf Audio Octabvre pedal. Then it goes through the 

Line 6 HX Simple Delay effect with the  delay speed set to eighth note = 138 bpm.
•	 Make sure to have a short muted attack. It will give definition to the delay sound. Use 

left- and right-hand muting techniques for sonic control. The amount of pressure you 
apply to your palm muting will give you control of the note length. 

•	 Your subdivision choice will open possibilities to other instruments. Be mindful of what 
the other instruments are contributing rhythmically to the track and find a way to fit 
your bassline in. 
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Lesson 10

LESSON SUMMARY - KEY POINTS
•	 In this track, Ian chose his 1965 Fender P-bass with flatwound strings and foam 

beneath the bridge. 
•	 Ian is using lighter gauge E and A strings and a heavier string gauge on the D and G 

strings to have more balanced string tension.
•	 Ian uses the pickup cover as a reference/anchor point.
•	 When writing a bass hook, listen to the song carefully and ask yourself, “What do I want 

to hear?”.
•	 To create your own bassline, it’s also useful to think in intervals (distance between 

notes). Practice your scales and hum along with them. Singing will help you develop 
a strong sense of melody. After singing your scales, sing intervals to create an 
association between what you hear/sing and how to replicate it on your bass.



GENESIS HOMER Zach Miller

?

T
A
B

4
4

∑

ã94

∑ ∑ ∑ ∑

?

6

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

6

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

10 10 10 10

?

10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

10

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

10 10 10 10

?

14

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

14

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈
. .œb
≈

10 10
11

?

18

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

18

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈
. .œb
≈

10 10
11

Lesson 11



?

22

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

œ

‰ R

œ

≈

22

10 10 10 10

œ

≈ J

œ

≈

˙

10 10 10

~~~~~

~~~~~

?

24

∑

24

Œ .
j

œ .
œ
œ œ
œ

3 7 10 15

r

œ .œ

J

œ r
œ ˙

15 17 15 12 10

w

3

?

28

w

28

.œ

j

œ .
œ
œ œ
œ

3 7 10 15

r

œ .œ

J

œ r
œ ˙

15 17 15 12 10

r

œ w

7 8

?
8
12

32

.œb œ .œ œb .œ

J

œ

32

13 12 10
13 12 10

w

3

w w w

?
8
12

37

.˙b .˙

37

6 6

ãå.
.˙ .˙

8 8

.˙b .˙

6 6

Lesson 11

Listen to the drums to prepare for the tempo change...
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Lesson 11

LESSON SUMMARY - KEY POINTS
•	 Ian is using a 1951 Fender Custom Shop re-issue (2001) P-bass. 
•	 At the beginning of the song (A section), Ian is using the Line 6 HX Attack Synth effect. 

Use articulations to control the synth sound (note length and vibrato).
•	 During the B section, Ian uses the Line 6 HX Synth String effect combined with an 

Electro Harmonix Micro Synth pedal to make his sound ‘bigger’. 
•	 Playing a bass line on a single string sounds and feels different than playing it in one 

position (across multiple strings). 
•	 If you’re playing large intervals on a single string, make sure to look ahead at your 

target note to ensure precision. 
•	 To alleviate a dead spot on the neck of the bass, double the note with an octave or an 

open string. You can also embrace dead spots and use them creatively.
•	 Watch out for the polyrhythm that appears in bar 43 and onward. Keep feeling the 

12/8 or triplet feel beneath. The vocals are in a different time signature, so it might 
throw you off. In the lesson, you can watch Ian tapping the tempo with his foot. 


